Lack of bacterial aerosols associated with heat and moisture exchangers.
Contaminated condensate might serve as a source for cross infection. Heat and moisture exchangers (HME) are devices that humidify inspired gases, which pass through a hygroscopic felt pad surrounded by a cellulose sponge housed in a plastic case. In our study, we used a Servo 150 HME in place of a cascade humidifier in mechanical ventilator circuits. We performed 2 studies to evaluate the microbiologic safety of the HME. First, 42 HMEs used by patients for 24 h were tested in the laboratory for contamination. To simulate patient/air exchange, the HMEs were connected to the Andersen Sampler (flow at 35 L/min x 20 min). Although the inner felt pad of the HMEs was contaminated in 74% of the units (31 of 42), only 4.8% (2 of 42) generated 1 to 2 bacteria/702 L of air. In a second study, HMEs contaminated with either Staphylococcus aureus or Pseudomonas aeruginosa (at 10(3), 10(5), or 10(8) organisms/ml) were connected to an Andersen Air Sampler to simulate a ventilator circuit. Bacterial aerosols were not generated, with the exception of 2 to 4 bacteria recovered after contamination with 10(8) bacteria. The HME can provide humidification for mechanically ventilated patients with little risk of generating respirable bacterial aerosols.